MADAME  CURIE                   89
Next day after breakfast on coffee and rolls,
they pedalled on along another highway under
the trees with the forest on either hand. A long
green ride that led into mysterious depths of trees
tempted them; they dismounted and left their
bicycles at a roadside cottage; saw that they had
their compass safe, because it is easy to be lost in
those great French forests; put apples in their
pockets and found their feet sinking through soft
moss into squelching mud. Lovely! For them,
there was no such thing as direction, no such thing
as time, and nobody to wonder when they would
be back.
Pierre went in front, striding along absent-
mindedly. Marie followed with shorter steps, but
keeping up all the same. She was hatless, though
at that time other women never walked without a
hat. It wasn't the only fashion she was to set.
Her skirt, which was meant to trail on the ground
and plaster her shoes with caked mud, was
gathered quite shockingly high into an elastic
band, so that her ankles showed! Her shoes were
thick and sensible and her leather belt had pockets
for a knife, money and a watch. She could hear
well enough what Pierre said, covering the
ground there in front as if he had a train to catch.
He was evidently talking to her, though, as he
never turned his head, it might have been the trees
he was addressing on the quaint customs of
crystals. There is no conversation more learned
or more difficult to follow than a conversation
on crystals, or to put it more scientifically, on